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Alienation and the Motif of the Unlived Life 
in Liu Heng's Fiction
Birgit Linder
Sighing I said to myself: What have I done in this 
world? I was created to live, and I am dying without 
having lived.
Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
Reveries of the Solitary Walker
Critics have long argued that alienation is the essence of 
modern culture. Having long served as a theme in literature that 
profoundly reflects the changes and challenges of modernity, 
alienation has, after a hiatus of a few decades, undergone a 
conceptual resurgence during the 1990’s as recent research in 
the West indicates a correlation with the phenomenon of 
postmodernity.1 With the breakdown of communism in vast parts
1 Since alienation is a multi-disciplinary concept, a plethora of 
definitions is available. The most useful concepts for literary purposes 
are the definitions for “social alienation” and “self-alienation.” Ephraim 
H. Mizruchi uses the description of Ivor Taviss to define social 
alienation as that 1(in which individual selves may find the social system 
in which they live to be oppressive or incompatible with some of their 
own desires and feel estranged from itJ, (Taviss 1969: 46). Self­
alienation, on the other hand, is ^fundamentally a matter of missing out 
on one or more aspects of this complex dimension of self-realization, 
when the real-world conditions of their possibility have been 
established, but the opportunity of attaining them is either denied or 
passed by” （Schacht 1994: 154). In social alienation there is an 
“unbridgeable chasm between individual and species, man and 
society/1 and the sources are sought in the social system itself. In self­
alienation, the alienating activity is found within the self (Regin 1969: 
30). In this article, however, my focus will be on only a few 
corresponding aspects of postmodernism and alienation.
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of the world and the development toward pluralistic societies, the 
field of human possibilities has expanded considerably and the 
response thereof demands, therefore, a new definition of 
alienation. If previously alienation signified the lack or loss of 
individual freedom，it now is an expression of an “overdose” of it， 
at least in many Western countries. Even in countries with a 
more established democracy, the unmanageable environmental 
and societal complexities of the culture of postmodernity 
inescapably translate into a new kind of alienation.
In contemporary China, as well, "a market economy is 
finally prevailing and with irresistible force is penetrating into 
every fiber of social life, fueling an explosive capitalist Great 
Leap Forward thus far unmatched in modern Chinese history" 
(Tang 1996: 107). This cultural and political change has 
subsequently resulted in a literary breakthrough in post-Mao 
China. Although the theme of alienation has always been 
present in Chinese literature, the East as well as the West have 
witnessed a shift in defining the quest for identity from the divine 
toward the human, from the universe toward society,2 and, more 
recently, from society towards the self.3 Postmodern alienation,
2 I am thinking of such literary examples as Goethe's Faust 
versus Kafka's Metamorphosis, the quest for supernatural experiences 
in early Chinese literature and the focus on social alienation in the 
literature of the May Fourth era.
3 The discussion of the literature that has been written on the 
theme of alienation in China has primarily taken place on a political 
level. Coinciding with the new political openness and the writing of 
“literature of the new era” was an intense discussion in Chinese 
universities and the news media about humanism and alienation, which 
essentially focused on the misunderstanding of the early Marx and his 
concept of man reflected in the early phase of post-Mao literature. But 
even before that time the concept of alienation was no stranger to 
Chinese theorists. As early as 1964 discussions about alienation were 
initiated. It was not until 1981, however, that theorists such as Zhou 
Yang, Gao Ertai, and Wang Ruoshui suggested the presence of a 
Marxist style “alienation” in Chinese society that triggered the 
campaign against “spiritual pollution•” This critique contained 
ideological, political, and economic aspects of alienation. What was 
attacked on an ideological basis was the extensive Mao cult during the 
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however, accounts for a much more comprehensive 
deconstruction of the self than previous forms. The result is 
often a homo apostata, who, in the words of the French 
existential philosopher Gabriel Marcel, has lost his Archimedean 
standpoint and therefore his orientation. Richard H. Brown 
further explains:
With weakening ties to God? kin, community, or any other 
enriching symbolic structures larger than himself and given a 
priori rather than solipsistically created, the modern person 
moves from one casual encounter to the next, playing out a 
moral identity without quite believing in it, a specialist in doubt, a 
master of cameos, the virtues of a smaller and smaller self. 
(Brown ^987'. 35)
decision making. Politically, critics held that the government had 
assumed the role of a master with many falsely motivated leaders, thus 
creating incompetent subordinates rather than equals. On the 
economic level, alienation manifested itself in the primacy of the 
product over the producer, which is not caused by exploitation, but t»y 
the lack of technical and organizational know-how, ecological 
imbalance and pollution. See Hu (1984); Liu (1979); Ru (1980); Wang 
(1984); Yu (1981); Zhou (1983); Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan zhexue 
yanjiu$uo Guonei zhexue dongtai bianjibu (1983). The last is a 
collection of important essays on the problem of alienation. It includes 
earlier discussions of alienation and the most exhaustive 
bibliographical references to everything that has been published up to 
1983.
There have been several Western articles summarizing and 
evaluating this debate, the most useful one being Hendrischke (1989). 
Most of the aspects of “Marxist alienation” are discussed in political 
and philosophical journals. On a literary level, social and cultural 
alienation have been reflected in shanghen wenxue [literature of the 
wounded], fansi wenxue [literature of retrospection], gaige wenxue 
[reform literature], zhiqing wenxue [urbling literature], and xurtgen 
wenxue [root-seeking literature]. There have been relatively few 
articles published concerning alienation during this time. One is Chang 
(1991), which explores the issue in the design of a brief overview that 
includes examples up to shanghen literature; another is Hase (1987), 








What Brown consequently observes for Western fiction is also 
true for post-Mao fiction, namely that
the of mora〗 agency jn protagonists，or meaningful plots in 
social events, has become harder to find in fiction, social 
science, and life. This is because factual or fictional narratives 
presuppose a social order of meaning in which public action by 
moral agents is possible, and in which lived connections 
between personal character and puWic conduct prevail. (Brown 
1987: 3)
In Western literature, the philosophy of contingency has 
allowed for some degree of accommodation. Judging from the 
fiction that has appeared since the 1980s in China, writers of 
post-Mao alienation introduce a much more pessimistic view of 
life. The key aspects of postmodern alienation, vo id， 
fragmentation, and discontinuity, dominate contemporary 
Chinese fiction as well.4 There lies the interest, and, in brief, the
4 Although there is as of yet no clear-cut definition of postmodern 
alienation (which seems to be one of its characteristics already), 
scholars agree that “many of the phenomena labeled as characteristic 
for postmodernity squarely fall under the rubric of alienation" (Schacht 
1996: xiii). In most general and abbreviated terms, postmodern culture 
has the following characteristics: the erosion of distinction between 
high art and popular culture; cultural pluralism and antifoundationalism; 
the transformation of reality into simulation; the ascendancy of a 
depthless culture (Gottdiener 1996: 140-41). It is the last aspect I am 
mainly concerned with in the context of this paper. The depthless 
culture accounts for a loss of a sense of history and antecedent 
continuity and for a fragmentation of time and space. To avoid 
misunderstanding I also wish to point out the difference between 
postmodernism and postmodernity. I understand the use of 
“postmodern” in this paper as expressive of a cultural phenomenon， 
not a literary one. Though I do not want to exclude the possibility of the 
latter from the Chinese context, the literary phenomenon of 
postmodernism in recent Chinese avant-garde writing is not my focus 
here. I am rather concerned with what critics after the opening of China 
信仰危機 in the late 1970s and^early 1980s identified as a “faith crisis” （x/nyang 
weiji), a result of the ambiguous and uncertain state of politics at that
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point of the present paper: it is not my task here to argue that 
Western postmodern alienation has reached China, but rather 
that—as in the West—recent developments in China present a 
cogent case to argue for a cultural break which is reflected in a 
new rendition of identity and alienation. Of course, in the limited 
space of an article, I cannot fully account for an issue as 
comprehensive as postmodern alienation. I can, however, 
suggest (1) that the writing of Chinese “postmodern”一or better, 
post-Mao一alienation appears so complete that it is best 
expressed through the literary motif of the unlived life; (2) that 
Liu Heng's fiction is a good illustration of the motif of the unlived 
life; and (3) that the writing of the motif of the unlived life is not a 
prophecy of doom but rather a rhetoric of crisis and a logical 
outcome of any post-dictatorial discourse.
The motif of the unlived life was first introduced by Edward 
Engelbarg. The unlived life may be
literally unlived because the protagonist dies too young to have 
had a chance to livê  Or, the opportunity of fulfillment has either 
been missing, headed in the wrong direction, or is too late now 
to undertake. . . What unites all these figures is a sense of 
personal dispossession, loss, enervation, resentfulness and & 
yearning for experiences encapsulated in the past. (Engelberg 
1989:5)
In general, the unlived life is a wasted and unredeemable life. It 
creates a striking image of the experience of nihilism that has 
largely replaced previously more meaningful philosophies and 
affirmative beliefs. Narratives of estrangement summon forth a 
point of self-awareness that Engelberg describes as “a moment 
of reckoning, a turning back to survey what has been left behind, 
a synchronic confrontation with one’s memory-chamber—with 
the pasf (1989: 3). Usually depicting times of transition, these 
narratives are “about people caught at precisely the moment 
when their old lives no longer suffice and their new lives seem 
as yet unrealizable" (1989: 124). Jing Wang explains that the
time. My main concern is with the three main aspects of what we have 












dilemma of a new self-consciousness and self-positioning in 
China has intensified in the post-Mao era. For her，“anxiety 
about 'se lf-positioning' (dingwei) has plagued Chinese 
ideologues, intellectuals, writers, and critics alike since the mid- 
1980s” （Wang 1993: 355).
Liu Heng (b. 1954), although rather prolific, is a less- 
celebrated writer of the post-Mao period. Recognized for his 
,(new realistic writing" (xin xieshi xiaoshuo), he is less 
sensationalist than Yu Hua (b. 1960) or Su Tong (b. 1963), but 
certainly lacks no depth of insight. While almost every author of 
post-Mao fiction deals with aspects of the unlived life, Liu Heng 
has deliberately and successfully captured the psychology of 
change and the motif of the unlived life as a principal theme of 
his fiction.
Liu Heng’s earlier stories, told from a cultural and often 
mythical perspective, fashion the drama of depraved existence. 
Two of his earlier short stories are especially well-received. 
“Gouri de liangshi” [Dogshit food] won him a national short story 
prize in 1985 and “Fuxi Fuxi” was rewritten into a movie script for 
the notable film Judou. In his later novels he evinces challenging 
characterizations of human vulnerability: Hei de xue [Black 
snow] provides an interesting perception of contemporary 
Beijing; Canghe bairimeng [Blue river daydreams] is a 
remarkable portrayal of the period immediately preceding the 
Republican era.5
The Unlived Life of Deprivation
In “Dogshit Food” Liu Heng deals with the anxiety of 
楊天寬 survival during China's recent history. It tells the story of Yang 
癭袋 Tiankuan and his wife Goitre (Yingdai)，so named after a growth 
on her neck caused by malnutrition. He buys this truly gorgonian 
/ f  wife for two hundred jin of grain as a sex partner and a worker. 
Together they have six children. While struggling to keep the 
family alive, Goitre develops a passion for food. When times 
improve, however, and grain coupons are handed out, Goitre 
loses all of them. Beaten for this by her otherwise kind husband,
5 All page references to the original texts are from Liu (1993). 
Unless indicated otherwise, all translations are my own.
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Goitre commits suicide. However, no sooner has she died 
mumbling "dogshit food" than the lost grain coupons are found.
The struggle for survival reduces the devoted mother and 
wife to the two basic instincts of sex and food. In Goitre's case, 
food becomes her obsession, an idol she is ready to die for, 
since it is the meaning of her existence. As Erich Fromm has 
pointed out，“the idol represents [one’s] own life-forces in an 
alienated form" (Fromm 1990: 122). These estranged life 
energies make her very inventive in finding food and in 
supplying for the family. However, as the family's true provider, 
she is forced to transform eating as a means of existence into a 
raison d'etre and into a philosophy of life that is a mixture of 
endurance and strife and good and evil. Food is personified and 
becomes a powerful enemy that cannot be cast off (Wu 1987: 
100)_ It changes her into the “Lioness of Floodwater Valley” who 
is known for her torrents of abuse and her pugnaciousness. She 
steals food if necessary, but is not willing to help anybody else in 
need. She lives in constant anxiety，“an expression of the instinct 
of self-preservation” （Freud 1943: 342). But Liu Heng’s story 
should not be simply read as a literary recasting of the peasant's 
experience of the Great Leap Forward. It also mirrors the 
meaninglessness and dehumanization of an existence that is 
reduced to basic instincts. Her suicide is the admission of her 
failure to compensate for the high price that was paid for her; it 
is the logical outcome of the loss of her value and therefore the 
loss of her own identity. But not only has she experienced 
deprivation and an unnecessary premature death that cancels 
out the sacrifice she made by killing herself. As is true with most 
obsessions，Goitre’s life is also unlived because she has 
devoted it to a lost cause, and, above all, because she has done 
so at the expense of her dignity as a human being and as a 
woman.
In “Fuxi Fuxi” the main theme is not the vicissitudes of 
physical survival but the power relations and emotions inherent 
in a hierarchical and exploitative society. With the perspicuity of 
a realistic narrative and within the framework of a myth, Liu 
Heng illuminates the human condition of alienation brought 
about by one human being interacting with another.
The story opens in medias res with an oracle-like image of 
the wedding day of Yang Jinshan and the much younger Wang 楊金山
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王菊豆楊天青  Judou. The sixteen-year old nephew Yang Tianqing soon 
develops deep feelings for his aunt. Throughout the years 
Tianqing witnesses his uncle’s sexual sadism towards the aunt， 
while at the same time he and his aunt have to hide their 
adulterous and incestuous love from their family and their 
village. The uncle’s longing for a son remains unfulfilled, but 
Judou bears Tianqing two sons, one who does not accept him 
as his father and the other born after his death. The tragedy 
ends with the suicide of the nephew and the birth of this second 
son.
If the nephew Yang Tianqing has an unlived life, it is 
largely because he is denied recognition of his passion: a love 
relationship with his aunt who is his age. Although the passion is 
mutual and brings him two sons, the lack of social recognition of 
this relationship imprisons him between passion and duty in a 
hierarchy that disapproves of his choice. Maria H. O. Augusto 
explains the individual’s production of meaning in relation to 
society as follows:
The most important of all meanings produced in this manner is 
that which refers to society itself, its representation of itself as 
something: this representation is inextricably linked to a certain 
way of desiring itself as this society, loving itself as this society. 
This is what allows each individual to identify him- or herself with 
a “we，” a collectivity that，in principle，is indestructible. (Augusto 
1996: 182)
Tianqing longs to identify himself with such a “we•” But, 
overburdened with a passion he cannot deal with properly, 
fathering a child he cannot call his own publicly, loving a woman 
he cannot marry, hating an uncle he cannot kill, he has no place 
in society. That he commits suicide not long after he tells his son 
the truth about his paternity and experiences his son’s disdain 
shows that his loss of identity and continuity is the ultimate 
cause for his untimely death. Tianqing's life is unfulfilled because 
the society that has made him a moral outcast is also the society 
from which he seeks affirmation.
That the uncle Yang Jinshan’s struggle is different and has 
a happy ending provides an ironic twist. Impotence denied him a 
son in his first marriage and now he once again “thought of his
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long deceased parents and the children and grandchildren who 
had not yet come into this world. What made him mull in agony 
was how the life his parents had bestowed on him could be 
successfully passed on without any further delay” （55). In the 
end, Yang Jinshan is the victor, though not the hero. At least in 
public his name is rectified and his wish for a son fulfilled. 
Everybody, including the child, accepts him, not Tianqing, as the 
father.
At the center of the story is the questioning of the father. 
Paternity is a central cultural issue, and for a long time Chinese 
society has rested upon the substructure of filial obedience. 
Contemporary iconoclasm, contrariwise, often rests on filial 
apostasy. Many other stories of post-Mao fiction carry this 
“father-anxiety” as a central theme and Yuejin Wang considers 
the questioning of the father “the cultural anxiety in 1980s China” 
(Wang 1993: 256). The lack of a father, a dysfunctional father, 
and unrecognized paternity all put both the past (father) and the 
future (son) at issue and account for a loss of, or rebellion 
against, a previous order. On the one hand, the goal is to 
escape human (paternal) control. On the other hand, according 
to Alexander Mitscherlich, what one is left with in a society 
without a father, is a so-called “sibling society，” in which the 
participants cannot look for guidance to a higher being but 
instead have to look to themselves or each other. It leaves those 
individuals with a feeling of abandonment and, when cultural ties 
break down, more often than not leads to a state of instinctual 
chaos (Mitscherlich 1993: xiii-xxi). This chaos is well-testified to 
in the mythological and literary involutions of “Fuxi Fuxi, Liu 
Heng deconstructs the myth of continuity and turns it into a 
fiction of discontinuity.
The Unlived Life o f Loss and Void
While the stories discussed above are situated in a 
transitional period in the past, Liu Heng's novel Black Snow is 
positioned in the contemporary context of 1980s Beijing.6 In this 
novel, the description of a year in the life of the street merchant
6 In this section I quote from Howard Goldblatt’s translation of Liu 
Heng's Hei de xue. All page references are to Liu (1994).
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李慧泉 Li Huiquan is at the same time a portrait of an unlived life and a 
critique of existence. After having served a three-year term in a 
prison labor-camp for his involvement in a streetfight, he returns 
to his home in Spirit Run Street at the age of twenty-five. There 
羅 he finds himself alone after the death of his mother. Auntie Luo, 
a neighbor, shows a peripheral interest in his life and tries to 
help him back onto his feet. Nearly illiterate, unemployed, and
劉寶鐵 under the supervision of Liu Baotie, his parole officer, he resigns 
himself to selling cheap clothes on his almost shattered three- 
wheeler. By and by, he is introduced to the local sub-culture of 
prostitution, black markets and karaoke bars. It is there that he 
meets and becomes obsessed with a young singer who does 
not reciprocate his affection for her. His frustration and 
loneliness and the bad company of his former friends bring 
about his downfall again when he drinks himself into a stupor 
and is beaten up by two youngsters on the street who, as the 
ending implies, leave him to die in the snow.
有p達夫 Li Huiquan, after Yu Dafu, is probably the closest we come
to a Chinese “Werther” and a prototype of the ne’er-do-well 
prodigal. He is a curious mixture of the moody ex-convict and a 
socially inept knight-errant, what lhab Hassan called a “rebel- 
victim”： “The rebel denies without saying No to life， the victim 
succumbs without saying Yes to oppression” （Hassan 1961: 31). 
While the story unfolds and gives illuminating details about his 
daily struggles, we also learn much about Li Huiquan’s past. Liu 
Heng himself claims in the introduction to his book that this is an 
experimental psychoanalytical novel. It is replete with images 
from Li Huiquan's childhood and Freudian symbolism. Although 
Liu Heng’s representation is at times too obvious，it is an 
exemplary tale of the motif of the unlived life and a subtle 
analysis of contemporary Chinese culture.
As he endeavors to re-enter a rapidly changing society, Li 
Huiquan struggles with many difficulties: rootlessness, isolation, 
lack of identity, missed opportunities, ennui, purposelessness, 
sexual frustration. His unknown origin, his adolescent guilt and 
the rejection of the girl he adored when young soon turn him into 
a well-known and feared street fighter. One could consider Li 
Huiquan’s life as twice wasted: as a newborn he is found 
abandoned on the street and brought up by his adoptive parents 
in Spirit Run Street. With this chance at life he turns out to be a 
bright child and a good student. His childhood seems fine until
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he finds out about his identity as a foundling, which makes him 
feel superfluous. His awakening sexual feelings, his infatuation 
with the neighbor girl Luo Xiaofen, and the lack of a father, 
slowly turn him into a rebellious youth who thirsts for respect. 
But his painful past and his anxiety about the future leave him 
incapable of coming to terms with his own fate.
Li Huiquan himself blames his wasted life on fate.7 
Huiquan is at odds with his fate as much as he is at odds with 
his unknown identity. Nevertheless, he is acutely aware of his 
unlived life as he considers himself on the “fast track to 
extinction” （Liu 1994: 67)，“fated to always miss the bus” （27), 
and feeling “as lost and as isolated as a leaf that has fallen from 
the tree" (202). The endless list of unfulfilled possibilities and the 
energy that has been exhausted in the effort to mobilize them 
emotionally isolate Li Huiquan. His lack of identity leaves him in 
a position between a past he has to forsake and a future he 
cannot yet embrace. The pattern of hope and disillusionment, of 
movement and stasis, is fundamental to the portrayal of 
alienation. On the one hand Huiquan "was comforted by the 
knowledge that he had all he’d need to get by■丨f he had to make 
it on his own, that’s precisely what he would do: he’d manage 
like everyone else, since he was as good as they were" (23). On 
the other，he assesses that “ life had deteriorated into a 
meaningless succession of yesterdays, todays, and tomorrows, 
none of which brought him any joy" (66). While everybody 
around him busily establishes a new life of greater freedom and 
prosperity，Li asks himself “is life worth living?” and “a vague 
sense of despair quickly led to self-pity" (67).
Perhaps it is his confusion about his own identity and the 
dialectic tension of hope and despair that allow him to engage 
himself in the causes of others. He fits the Chinese chivalric 
image of extreme loyalty, altruism, and sexual purity. His view on 
women differs from that of other men in the novel. He does not 
view women as inferior, and he would enlist himself for any girl 
that would accept his guardianship. What he and others
7 The sovereignty of fate over life is a dominant theme 
throughout contemporary Chinese fiction, and most fittingly—especially 
for this novel—it is Freud once again who enlightens us that “the last 
figure in the series beginning with the parents is that dark supremacy 





consider impotence in him is nothing more than a desire for 
authentic relationships. When his recent acquaintance Cui 
Yongli offers him one of his girls to sleep with, Huiquan is 
offended and realizes that “revulsion had won out over the 
desire welling inside him. He wanted to do it, and he had 
prepared for this moment. But with a decent girl, not some cast- 
off bitch” （176). '
The "decent girl" in his opinion is Zhao Yaqiu, a twenty- 
year old singer in a low-class karaoke bar. She appears to be 
another opportunist who wants to be flattered and who would 
run from any commitment. And, indeed, she rejects the ring he 
finally offers her and walks out of his life. His resolve after this 
traumatic incident is to live life for himself. In the midst of 
economic reforms and opportunities in the Beijing of the late 
1980s, everyone strives for his or her own good, still unaware of 
the downfalls of consumerism. Augusto’s observation is an apt 
characterization of the situation:
The subjective translation of the meaning of individual autonomy 
and of the reality that sustains it results in a profound 
individualism in which each person turns selfishly to his or her 
desires and expectations and will not recognize a fellow being in 
the other. The process is none other than the continuous growth 
of consumption and leisure—which have become ends in
themselves—the fragmentation of life into an array of 
meaningless acts and the extreme solitude that haunts people 
even though they live in society. (Augusto 1996: 187)
Most of the characters in this novel have lost this feeling of 
belonging, of participating in a (<we.H Or they have exchanged it 
for material gratification. But none so acutely feels this 
overshadowing of the unlived life as Li Huiquan. Black Snow 
raises virtually every issue associated with this motif. Li Huiquan 
dies a rather senseless death. It actualizes the final capitulation 
that bears witness to an unconsummated life, and, much like 
Byron’s Childe Harold，“a life that did not yield to its 
expectations" (Engelberg 1986: 120). Or, akin to Pushkin's 
Eugene Onegin, Li Huiquan is a restive soul, disillusioned with 
friendship and sincerity. This disillusion deprives him of a 
companion and the outcome is a deeply felt loneliness, isolation, 
self-hatred and impotence. Impotence is not only to be taken
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sexually: it is also an impotence to exert the will. The Cain- 
cursed, wistful hero dies just when he has decided to join the 
ranks of those who have actually made his life unlivable: those 
who live for themselves alone.
This reminds one of Lu Xun’s indictment of the Chinese 
people for their selfishness and lack of compassion. Of course, 
one cannot accuse Li Huiquan of Ah Q-ism. He is rather an 
elegiac hero in the tradition of Yu Dafu. Like many of the May 
Fourth protagonists and numerous characters of post-Mao 
fiction, Li Huiquan experiences social alienation: stripped of his 
social role, man is reduced to the status of a mole. That's what 
he had become: an ignoble mole in a darkened burrow" (224- 
25)_ He shares this feeling with Lu Xun’s Kong Yiji, Zhao Shuli’s 
Lucky from the story “Fugui” [Lucky], Xianglin’s wife in Lu Xun’s 
“Zhufu” [The new year’s sacrifice] and Third Uncle in Zhang 
Tianyi’s “Zhongqiu” [Mid-autumn festival】. Most of these 
protagonists, however, are depicted as victims of the 
environment and many of the authors readily espouse socialism, 
and later Communism, as the road to salvation. While Kong Yiji 
dies in loneliness, one also gets the impression that the time will 
come for him, Lucky, and Third Uncle to leave the dark burrow 
and find a place in society once again. One does not cherish 
such hope for Li Huiquan in Black Snow, Yang Tianqing in Tuxi 
Fuxi," or Cao Guanghan in Blue River Daydreams. Rather,
exiled from society at large, these plaintive selves suffer a 
greater exile still: an inner exile, or Entfremdung, so total that it 
obliterates all considerations outside the self while accentuating 
the acknowledgement of sorrow that so much has had to be 
sacrificed. (Engelberg 1986: 6)
David Wang has compared Li Huiquan to Lao She's 
Camel Xiangzi (“Luotuo Xiangzi”）：
Lao She wrote Camel Xiangzi [over] fifty years ago, very much 
with a longing for a socialist perspective. Liu Heng wrote a 
similar Xiangzi story, but the problems he points out are far more 
acute and complicated. The 1980s “Xiangzi” Li Huiquan drifts 
aimlessly through the streets of Beijing. Trapped between the 
blind currents of socialism and capitalism, individualism and 
collective consciousness, Li's pain or needs by far exceed 










Why does Liu Heng make us sympathize with the outcast, the 
ex-convict, the gloomy, but inculpable hero? Li Huiquan displays 
honesty and loyalty, and even though he has committed a crime 
that made him an outsider, he appears more genuine than any 
other character. Like Ishmael in Moby Dick, he represents the 
human conscience. While Ishmael survives his catastrophe, Li 
Huiquan一and the altruism and sincerity he symbolizes—cannot.
The Unlived Life o f Fragmentation and Discontinuity
Self-determination takes on a more complicated stance in 
Liu Heng's latest novel. Blue River Daydreams is a novel of 
historiographic metafiction that reaches back into the hitherto 
unknown spaces of history and rewrites it in terms of a personal 
history. Told from the viewpoint of the adolescent servant boy 
Erduo, the story offers glimpses into a year in the life of the Cao 
family，as well as into Erduo’s own plight as a confidant and 
servant.
As the story begins, the younger brother, Cao Guanghan, 
returns from four years of studies in France and brings with him 
a Frenchman almost twice his age. The parents have long 
withdrawn from their estate and their family. Responsibilities are 
left with the older of two brothers, Cao Guangman, who is 
capable and traditional in his approach to life. With the help of 
the Frenchman Dalu’s technical know-how，the younger brother， 
Guanghan, spends almost all his time building a match factory. 
The parents and older brother force him to marry against his will 
and although his wife Yu’nan is an educated and progressive 
woman, he nevertheless neglects her. Both Erduo and Dalu fall 
in love with her. But while Erduo can only voice his affection to 
himself and make her the object of his daydreams, Dalu and 
Yu’nan become intimately involved with one another. Yu’nan 
eventually conceives Dalu’s child. The older brother has both 
Dalu and the child disposed of to save the family's face. Erduo 
secretly hides the baby boy with a French priest whom Dalu 
befriended earlier. Guanghan disappears repeatedly for political 
reasons and when he is considered dead, Yu’nan，who does not 
know that her child is still alive, leaves to return to Shanghai. 
She boards a ship with Erduo and Wuling'er, her servant girl with 
whom Erduo has a substitute relationship. Deep in despair, 
Yu'nan jumps into the river at night and drowns. Erduo and
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Wuling’er decide not to return to the Cao’s，and settle in the city, 
where they happen upon the younger brother. Guanghan is 
barely alive after being shot by im perialist forces. The 
superstitious Erduo drags him into the river to reunite him with 
his wife there. Erduo and Wuling’er then decide to raise Yu’nan’s 
son, Cao Zichun.
To be sure, none of the Cao family members escapes the 
suffering of the unlived life. The mother is known to pray and fast 
for long periods of time, and when disaster strikes she keeps a 
jade stone in her mouth for protection. She is obsessed with a 
quest for immortality, but does not realize that in doing so she is 
giving up on life. The father is besieged with a fear of death, 
mirrored by an equally deep fear of life. Apprehensive and 
diffident about any information about his own family in a time of 
political and personal upheaval, he relies on Erduo to report 
family matters to him. Erduo’s reports, usually downplayed， 
upset the Old Master so much that he repeatedly suffers spells 
of mortal agony. Erduo understands that when his master puts 
insects into his brewing pot, he fears not only death, but also the 
meaninglessness of life. Throughout the novel Erduo supplies 
him with life-prolonging ingredients for his ever-brewing 
crockpot. The more chaotic the political and fam ilia l 
circumstances become, the more exotic the ingredients he asks 
for. The crockpot thus becomes the symbol of his life. Arrested in 
the tension between the Freudian life-instinct (self-preservation) 
and the death-instinct (destructiveness), his consumption of 
numerous insects and critters is soon replaced by a demand for 
menstrual blood, urine, a placenta, and finally excrement. Erduo, 
in the manner of a faithful son, buffers the Old Master’s 
destructiveness and brings him blood from his own nose and 
fake excrement.
While Liu Heng’s detailed descriptions of sexual and 
excremental situations in “Dogshit Food” has hitherto brought 
him admiration, the turn from naturalism to a more pronounced 
"dirty realism" in Blue River Daydreams has drawn slight 
criticism. Theodor Rosebury has pointed out that in the past, in 
the West as much as in China, excrement had some useful 
aspects, especially for fertilization and disinfecting. Time, 
however, has had a distancing effect and thus feces and urine 
have become symbols of worthlessness (see Rosebury 1969: 
123). If it is true that time has had a distancing effect in this
曹子春
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respect，criticism of Liu Heng’s “dirty realism” overlooks the 
politics of scatology. Peter Sloterdijk comments that
it could be objected that these animal matters are everyday 
private experiences with the body and do not warrant a public 
spectacle. That may be，but it misses the point. This “dirty” 
materialism is an answer not only to an exaggerated idealism of 
power that undervalues the rights of the concrete. The 
animalities are for the cynic a part of his way of presenting 
himself, as well as a form of argumentation. Its core is 
existentialism. (Sloterdijk 1987:104-105)
To the Old Master (and Liu Heng) the "scatological 
outpouring serves as a kind of primal, expressionistic scream, 
their last hope of being heard” and as the “weapon of the 
unarmed and the suppressed，a means of nonviolent resistance” 
(Rollfinke 1986: 8). This preoccupation with waste reflects the 
Old M aster’s unlived life in a double image: it is both 
metaphysical and physical. The Old Master’s endeavor to 
deconstruct mortality is the cause of his unlived life by the same 
token as it is responsible for Goitre’s in “Dogshit Food.”8 The Old 
Master tries to defy transition and ephemerality with rituals of 
resistance that are meant to be subversive and self-liberating 
but these only lead him to a renunciation of life long before his 
suicide.
The fa ther’s w ithdrawal leaves the older son Cao 
Guangman in charge of the family’s present and future. Capable 
and skilled, he is a typical Confucian landlord. Lacking the 
romantic and egalitarian spirit of his younger brother, his 
interests as a homo economicus are solely in preserving the old 
order that affirms his position in life. He is, in Freudian terms, an 
anal character, truly prudential and calculating, who feels 
unfulfilled for two reasons. Although we do not learn what 
becomes of him in the end, it is clear that the life to which he 
aspires for his family and society is in the process of being 
dissolved by political circumstances. And the lack of a son
8 According to Zygmunt Bauman: “Death，so to speak, colonized 
life, and fighting death_ survival, self-preservation—turned into the 
meaning of life" (Bauman 1995: 168).
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painfully forestalls a fulfilling future for him, too.
The younger brother, as so often in modern and 
contemporary Chinese fiction, appears as yet another rebel- 
victim. He is a gloomy character with a complicated emotional 
make-up. Educated overseas, he returns with convictions 
different from those of the rest of his family. In defiance of old 
traditions, he opposes traditional marriage practices and asserts 
his convictions by cutting off the pigtail that supposedly 
"suffocates" him (17). He also displays neurotic sexual behavior. 
Nursed by his overpossessive mother until the age of nine, he 
has developed an Oedipal complex and masochistic algolagnia. 
In a crisis he still runs to his mother for comfort. The Oedipal 
relationship with his mother produces guilt in him and he turns 
into a flagellant who subjects himself to masochism as self­
punishment in the style of a self-immolating redeemer. After 
trying to strangle himself a few times and intentionally taking 
risks with explosives, he finally convinces Yu'nan to scourge him 
for sexual pleasure. The only way he knows to relate to his wife, 
is, in Deleuze’s terms, to “conclude an alliance” between him as 
the desiring victim and her as his torturer.
Cao Guanghan’s masochism is，in its simplest terms, 
aggression turned inward.9 His resentment springs from the 
impotence he feels when faced with the discord between his 
personal convictions and the limitations put upon him by the 
contingencies of the actual. The servant Erduo, who struggles 
with the same dilemma, repeatedly becomes the object of 
Guanghan’s sadistic impulse. Guanghan’s self-assessment 
following a cruel attack on Erduo speaks of a deeply felt unlived 
life, of meaninglessness, uselessness, lack of courage and 
orientation, and of a weak spirit thrown back and forth between 
masochism and sadism，between his mother’s breasts and his 
wife’s whip and，ultimately，between physical and metaphysical 
impotence.
Freud has argued that the Oedipal implies becoming a 
father to oneself by simultaneously occupying the position of the 
son and the status of the father. Guanghan does just that: he 
renounces his emotional ties with his family (except his mother)
9 lhab Hassan observes that “this is precisely the way a 
masochistic ego chooses to achieve victory in defeat . . .  it is really 
spite seeking to transcend itself" (Hassan 1961: 18).
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and the match factory commune becomes his new family, in 
which he plays the role of the father. Reminiscent of the plot of 
水滸傳 such novels as S/7(y/77tv z/?t;aA? [The water margin], he gathers 
around him dubious characters to build his new family.
Big Chief has scabies, yellow water oozing all over his body.
Two Egg’s parents are paralytics.
Black Bull is a father of six.
Heavenly Water is a drunkard.
Old Barren is more or less a blockhead.
Small Change is seriously in debt, whatever he does, he is
bound to get himself hanged.
Second Young Master calls them commune members. He says
the commune is his family and these messed-up people are the
kids of the family. And what is he?
Second Young Master has made himself the leader of the family.
Dalu seems to be his hired wet nurse. (77)
Although like Li Huiquan in Black Snow, Cao Guanghan 
involves himself in the causes of others, he appears to be a 
much weaker character. Unlike Li Huiquan, Cao Guanghan is 
self-consumed and his motives for his political involvement are 
overshadowed by his self-elegiac streak and his overbearing 
self-pity. And while Huiquan's life is unlived largely because of a 
lack of opportunities, Guanghan's life speaks of the contingent 
presence of void. While Huiquan is aware of what could have 
been, Guanghan is blinded by anger and does not see any 
alternatives.
The metafictional aspects of the novel add an important 
structural dimension to the motif of the unlived life in Blue River 
Daydreams. A nightmarish reality interspersed with daydream 
visions, Blue River Daydreams is a story within a story as it is 
recorded from memory by Erduo (literally “Ears”). The erstwhile 
servant boy comes to us as an eyewitness, now (in 1992) a 
centenarian in a nursing home. That he is an unreliable witness 
of history is based on several factors. In the year that he recalls, 
1908, he was sixteen years old; the whole story is seen through 
the keen but tainted eyes of an adolescent servant. In fact, one 
could say he is rather an “ear witness” than an eyewitness, 
admitting that as an outsider he can only piece together the 
events seen and particularly heard during that transitional year.
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He narrates the events eighty-four years later onto a tape 
recorder, thus creating an oral history, and from the oral 
recording a written record is made. It takes him six weeks to tell 
his story. Thus, his chronology is fragmented, interrupted, and 
probably obscured by adolescent partiality and senile memory.
That Liu Heng deploys a taped voice reflects his view on history: 
it can echo back later in time, and it can be separated at will.
The tape recorder is a mechanism that can be moved forward 
and backward; it can skip and replay, be stopped, deleted, and 
retrieved. It is a truly “effective” history in the Nietzschean and 
Foucauldian sense of the recording of fragmentation and 
discontinuity. On the other hand, one senses that Erduo is the 
only one who understands the events and whose unadulterated 
descriptions seem most reliable. While the content of this 
narrative historical event highlights the past in terms of the 
untold story of everyday life, the narrative structure tells us that 
what sounds reliable and factual might not be true for more than 
one person.
Umberto Eco has observed that “contemporary literature 
exposes [the world] by means of a structural articulation (so that 
this articulation is itself the subject, and thereby the content, of 
the work” （Eco 1989: 156). Like many other writers，Liu Heng 
uses the re-writing of history in defiance of the so-called Mao 
discourse (Mao yu or Mao wenti). In fact, he adds ^history" to the 毛語/文體
list of resented authorities，viewing it as a parent in “the struggle 
to please, the feelings of having failed, the ambivalence of 
respect and resentment" (Engelberg 1989: 147). Liu Heng 
himself claims to have chosen the year 1908 as his historical 
background to better capture the psychology of change at a 
moment of transition. Considering that the younger brother’s 
name Guanghan contains a reference to the Han Chinese and 光漢 
the older brother’s Guangman to the Manchus，Liu Heng makes 光滿 
the younger brother a symbol of the unlived life of China.
Through the recording of history by an unreliable narrator, the 
form and content of the past are rewritten and a personal story 
turns into a national allegory. But unlike Yu Dafu’s 
autobiographical hero in “Chenlun” [Sinking]，who dies hoping 沉淪 
for a brighter future for China, the Cao family only symbolizes 
national inadequacy and lack of resilience without any 
expression of faith in a better future.
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Through this narrative structure, Liu Heng also puts the 
very notion of historical truth at issue. What we might think of as 
a retention of history in its most original voice might be just a 
Foucauldian “technology of the self as is found in such pieces 
as, for example, Becketts Krapp}s Last Tape: a recapitulation of 
one private experience and a recycling of self, a speech-as- 
memory echoing within the space of the dread of silence. For 
although Erduo speaks to someone on the tape, we do not know 
who the audience might be.
Liu Heng’s writing of historiographic metafiction is a 
confrontation with the limits of the historical and even the 
linguistic itself as a mode of understanding human experience. 
The demon of historical consciousness tells us that what history 
has left out is indeed exiled. Liu Heng tells us otherwise: as the 
historical and the personal, the past and the present, merge, the 
barbaric and destructive in humanity live on just as “an old man 
tells an old man’s story while the river flows as always,” 
according to the narrator Erduo’s own statement in the preface 
to the novel.
Toward a Rhetoric o f Crisis
Before the advent of modern Chinese fiction, poets and 
fictional characters, even if alienated, had a certain degree of 
self-mastery. For the pre-modern novel C.T. Hsia concludes:
Characters of extreme heroism and villainy abound in the 
Chinese novel [and] we frequently encounter women characters 
deprived of their proper sexual happiness. The destructiveness 
of these frustrated creatures can be truly frightening, but none 
arrives at the conclusion that life is meaningless and settles for 
an existence of amused boredom. . . . With all its rapacious and 
lecherous characters, Chinese fiction could not conceive of a 
monster like the Stranger of Camus, not to say the Underground 
Man of Dostoevsky, who has lost connection with all values. 
(Hsia 1968: 22)
In May Fourth fiction, estrangement is often represented by the 
anti-hero who is cut off from opportunities and who does not fit 
into the given society and its norms. Even if the notion of self 
changed rapidly during those years, the self of a protagonist in
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fiction was still always situated in an ideological context and the 
placement or displacement of an individual in his/her context of 
nation, state, and society accounted for the greatest part of 
alienation, namely social alienation. May Fourth iconoclasm 
presumes a given set of values and proposes another, be it 
humanism, Marxism, traditionalism, or some other ideology. 
Alienated lives are either not enlightened, or they are exploited. 
As Lydia Liu has pointed out,
the new stylistics of fiction allowed Chinese writers to locate the 
protagonist in a new symbolic context, one in which the 
protagonist no longer serves as a mere element within the nexus 
of patriarchal kinship and/or in a transcendental, divine scheme 
as in most premodern Chinese ficiion but dominates the text, 
instead, as the locus of meaning and reality in possession of 
psychological and moral “truth.” （Liu 1995: 94)
She further explains that some of the protagonists could be 
immensely empowering as a device to attack the status quo. In 
Mao Dun’s “Chuncan” [Spring silkworm]，the peasant’s “dignity 
of labor" (C.T. Hsia) serves as an indictment against exploitation. 
In Zhao Shuli’s short story “Lucky,” the protagonist has been 
exploited by proprietor Wang all his life and in the end literally 
takes the stage and accuses him of having squandered much of 
his (Lucky’s) life. There are many other stories in this category, 
but none so powerful as Lu Xun’s Madman. The “Kuangren riji” 
[Diary of a madman] is a brilliant example of Berfold Brecht's 
Verfremdungseffekt.10 Through the effect of emotional 
distancing—in the voice of a madman—Lu Xun indirectly 
accuses Chinese society of cannibalism, hypocrisy, and cruelty.
But more often than not, the modern protagonist "turned 
out to be a misfit in the hostile environment of a rapidly 
disintegrating society" (Liu 1995: 95). Kong Yiji comes to mind 
as well as Xianglin’s wife in “The New Year’s Sacrifice” and 
Wang Yarning in Xiao Hong’s short story “Shou” [Hands].
It is still problematic to make a comparison between the 





10 Unfortunately, this term is often translated as ^alienation 
effect.” It should rather be rendered as “distancing effect.”
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Chinese individual continues to be identified by references to the 
greater human context in which he is situated. However, I would 
consider Yu Dafu the writer who has been most influential in 
acquainting readers of modern Chinese literature with a 
consciousness of individuality resembling the modern Western 
Self. To the autobiographical plaintive self in "Sinking" for 
example, both life and death are wasted, and in the end he 
merely disposes of himself. He is the first character to have lost 
sight of his Archimedean standpoint. But, unlike many of the 
plaintive selves in modern Western literature, his 
autobiographical character turns self-elegy into national elegy. 
This “tension between iconoclasm and nationalism placed the 
May Fourth self in a dilemma, caught between a glorified view of 
self as demi-god and a view of self as a passive victim of larger 
historical and collective forces" (Denton 1996: 45).1
It is common knowledge that Chinese Communist 
literature (ca. 1942-1978)—with a few notable exceptions 
especially from the earlier period—affords us a model of the self 
as an “individual as a rational entity composed of a set of 
personal and social values" who serves as an "educative tool to 
alter perceptions and behavior” （Gunn 1985: 308-309). The 
creation of a monolithic society through totalitarianism sustains, 
at least in theory, an egalitarianism that abolishes all concepts of 
alienation. Ideological content aside, Communist fiction is a 
return to the exemplary, the heroic protagonist, the symbolic 
man questing for a higher cause. Reminiscent of pre-modern 
fiction, integration into the given society creates the hero while 
those who resist integration are rendered villains and any 
feelings of estrangement are due to one's own intransigence.12
In sum, then, whereas pre-modern, modern, and 
Communist fictions provide their readers with a glimpse of 
salvation—Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, the growth and 
progress of China, and Maoism—post-Mao fiction, on the other
11 For a discussion on the notion of individuality and self in 
modern fiction, and a comparison of Western and traditional Chinese 
concepts of the self, see Chen (1995) and Hegel (1985).
12 Zhang Xudong has written an excellent overview of the 
different positions taken with regard to socialist realism in China 
(Zhang 1995:915-46).
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hand, has given up on any redemptive notion as illusory. For 
while during the May Fourth era an individual emerged who 
promoted his own cause rather than that of his sovereign, post- 
Mao fiction arrests its individuals in the "twilight of the idols" 
(Nietzsche), bereft of meaning and faith in the possibility of any 
certain truth. Truncated existences and dour personalities define 
the personae dramatis as simple non-entities. Without the 
primary ties between individual and society the protagonist 
experiences what Heidegger calls Geworfenheit ins Dasein 
(“being tossed randomly into existence”）with no teleological 
purpose.
Bearing in mind that Liu Heng is by no means the most 
pessimistic author of the post-Mao literary elite, one might be 
surprised at the extreme despondency of post-Mao avant-garde 
fiction. Our understanding of Liu Heng and other contemporary 
Chinese authors should be informed by the greater context of 
recent and present Chinese and global cultural and literary 
tendencies. One of the most notable aspects is the literary 
critics' tendency to categorize every new literary impulse during 
the last twenty years or so. This trend to categorize is not unique 
to China's present literary situation. It is part of what Tzvetan 
Todorov calls “post-totalitarian depression” （Todorov 1990: 23).13 
If we look at other national literatures that had to establish 
themselves again after a period of war or totalitarianism, we find 
a similar situation. The "testimonial literature), of Chile and other 
Latin American nations after the experience of totalitarianism or 
the German Trummerliteratur (Wieraiure of ruins) after World War 
II all attest to the fact that the retreat of an oppressive regime
produces the immediate need of a self-examination of the past 
and of our responsibility as we confront it. Just as important is 
the fact that people tend to realize in defeat, and in the struggle 
against a dictatorship, that culture is essential, more than an 
adornment or a propagandistic aid. The repressive tactics of 
authoritarianism play a paradoxical role, by revealing to those 
muzzled the value of their expressive inventory. (Dorfman 1991: 
135)
13 Todorov claims that coming to terms with a totalitarian past is 
“a psychological process at once private and common” and it has “its 
roots in an anxiety at the prospect of the near future, and in the 
difficulty of absorbing the immediate past" (Todorov 1990: 23).
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To be sure, authors of other countries who have written 
therapeutic or testimonial fiction (some call it "storimony") have 
fared well in the eyes of their critics. They readily accept this 
kind of writing as a particular expression of indignation, 
accusation, newly found freedom of speech, linguistic 
counterproposals, making past afflictions comprehensible, 
emphasizing heroism and the dignity of the oppressed. In fact, 
the writing of memory in German, Dutch, and other European 
fictions has resurfaced with a new generation of writers in the 
late 1980s, often the progeny of both victims and executioners of 
totalitarianism.
In China, too, we find as the typical aftermath of previous 
oppression a somewhat hectic literary creation in which different 
directions and authors rise and fall between the poles of an 
initial literary euphoria and historical anxiety.10
While other authors draw up images of ressentiment (Su 
Tong) or violence (Yu Hua) in an attempt to present the 
unrepresentable, Liu Heng’s motif of the unlived life exhibits a 
grasp of the fundamental aspects of contemporary life. His 
fiction reflects the common development of post-totalitarian 
depression, from the initial writing of deprivation to the discovery 
of philosophical void and historical ambivalence in later fiction. 
The unlived-life motif has its roots in the loss of a frame of 
reference, or, in other words, in the loss of moral agency, be it 
that of the parent, history, or another belief system. It results in 
the inability to position oneself personally or historically and
14 This might leave the reader with a plethora of questions and 
only few answers:
How is it possible to understand the origin of a subject in an 
environment marked by the fragmentation of collective 
experience? How is it possible to view a style striving for its 
poetic autonomy as a representation of social change? . . .  In 
addition, one might ask what the new experience conveyed by 
this kind of narrative actually is or what the subject implied in this 
construction of language means in social-ideological terms. In 
sum, one might justly demand a more detailed clarification of the 
historical conditions of a “cultural consciousness.” （Zhang 1997: 
199)
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denies the basic human need for a palliative past and a 
sufferable actuality. The outcome, usually a senseless death, 
subtends Liu Heng’s irony. In “Dogshit Food，’’ Goitre dies just 
when the coupons are found; in “Fuxi Fuxi,” the very myth that 
speaks of continuity turns into discontinuity and Tianqing kills 
himself in spite of his progeny; in Black Snow it is the ex-convict 
and street fighter who is actually the “good guy” and who is killed 
in a fist fight over nothing at all; in Blue River Daydreams, 
nobody experiences fulfillment and the only one who lives on 
with the hint of a better future is the bastard son Cao Zichun. Liu 
Heng’s irony is a powerful tool that
teaches us that nothing is known absolutely, and that everything 
is reversed when overextended. An awareness of this would 
encourage humility in those wishing to shape human affairs . . .  
To be ironic means that one is conscious that one's own 
existence is itself a contradiction. (Brown 1987: 190)
Similar to Kierkegaard, Liu Heng views irony as a mode of 
seeing things, a way of viewing existence. Henri-Frederic Amiel 
suggests that irony springs from a perception of the absurdity of 
life. Wittingly or unwittingly, it is an instrument of truth, a 
“genuine consciousness” （Novalis) on the part of the author that 
reaches out to an “understanding of Being” （Se//?sve厂确a?qV?/s, 
Heidegger). What Liu Heng’s irony arrives at in the end is a 
Chekhovian truth, namely that “no irony can out-do life.”
The lack of a frame of reference and the loss of moral 
agency might, under the present circumstances, be felt and 
expressed as Zeitschmerz (anguish of the times). But it also 
affords writers and readers alike the possibility to confront the 
global dilemma of postmodernity with the one question everyone 
else seems to be pondering as well: Where do we go from here? 
Liu Heng’s motif of the unlived life might not supply an answer to 
this question. But, ironically, with the modernist stubbornness of 
cultural criticism and existential doubt, it at the very least 
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